Legend has it that Dan the Diver was born in a giant clam shell many years ago when, 
along with trochus and tritons, these shells were being collected in large numbers and 
someone needed to speak up for them. We now know that babies aren’t born in shells. 


His mother had told him stories about a boat called the Northern Star and its days in the 
trochus fishing industry. It roamed the Reef from north of Cooktown to south of Mackay 
looking for shells from which to make buttons. 


As a baby, Dan learnt a lot about trochus fishing from his Uncle Albert, who had spent 
his entire life diving for these shells in Torres Strait and down the east coast of Australia. 
He had even been on the Northern Star with the notorious skipper Bully Hayes. 


On one trip, the skipper ended up on top of the reef. Luckily, the boat floated off next 
high tide. The shell landed in Cairns was 18 tons and was worth £4680 in the early 
1950s. As you can see, this story could have ended up very much differently. 


Bully Hayes, Uncle Albert, baby Dan and diving crew could have been 
marooned on a reef island for ever but luckily, that was not to be the case. 
Instead, the boat was sold and everyone moved on to better things. 
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Dan the Diver had heard about the starfish that fed on coral and would 
outbreak in the tropical Indian and Pacific Oceans but it did not occur in the 
Atlantic Ocean. That was the very first question for Dan. Why was that so? 


It wasn’t long before he and his friends were off on trips to the Reef. They 
learnt about the problems that our Reef was facing and the tools and 
techniques that scientists use to solve problems. 
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As they grew older, they became aware that it was even more important to 
know what science was really about. To find the answers that they were 
looking for, they needed to ask the right questions in the first place. 


Sometimes we just look for evidence that shows that we are correct and we 
tend to ignore occasional things that don’t seem to fit our theory. However, it is 
the exception to the rule that creates a new way of looking at things. 


Dan would design equipment that helped him monitor the animals that he 
studied out on the Reef. He couldn’t be there all the time, so something had to 
keep watch while he was away. The Great Barrier Reef was a big place. 
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He installed remote cameras that could record all that happened nearby but 
the triton shells could move quite large distances looking for food. Dan soon 
discovered that when food was plentiful, they didn’t move very much. 


Dan and his friends would search the shallows and tag large shells with 
ultrasonic transducers. The detection equipment would be placed on the 
bottom carefully in order to be able to map the movement of these shells. 


Dan would take notes on his underwater tablet which also retrieved the data 
from the cameras and ultrasonic detection equipment installed on the bottom. 
The batteries in the cameras, tags and detector needed changing regularly. 


Sometimes, it would be blowing a gale out on the Reef. Dan’s boat would 
anchor in sheltered waters and he often wished that he could monitor the 
shells remotely. “We need a transmitter on the detectors out there,” he said. 


Dan and his team would search for the shells the whole time that they were 
out on the Reef. They could locate the tagged shells easily, using a hand-held 
ultrasonic detector but new shells were always hard to find. 


There were lots of hiding places for large shells. They could be in caves or 
under overhanging coral. In the back of caves, they were very hard to locate 
without ultrasonic tags. It took a trained eye to find them. 


Sometimes, they could be found out in the open resting on sand but this was 
rare. For every shell found out in the open there would be ten hiding in caves. 
Dan soon realized that surveying this animal was going to be very difficult. 


Coral reefs are under threat from many human activities, including over-fishing 
and climate change. Only through Science, Technology, Education and 
Mathematics (STEM) can we hope to find solutions to these problems. 
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Dan the Diver remembers all the ecowarriors who defended the Reef against 
pollution, starfish outbreaks and bleaching. The battle for the Reef was not won 
by soldiers but by scientists and educators using technology and mathematics. 
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Luckily, Dan had learnt SCUBA, as well as science at a young age and had 
collected blue-ringed octopus to take to the university for venoms research. 


Dan remembers joining a STEM Club with his friends while still at school. 


